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  Group	  Summary	  of	  Khmer	  Culture	  Association	  
	  
Kevin	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Southeast	  Asian	  Student	  Education	  (K-­12):	  Access,	  Assessment,	  and	  Accountability	  
	  
Based	  on	   the	   focus	  group	  discussions,	  most	  participants	  did	  not	  enjoy	  school	  very	  much.	  
Most	   of	   the	   participants	   shared	   that	   their	   schools	   had	   very	   few,	   if	   any	   Southeast	   Asian	  
teachers	  or	  administrators.	  There	  was	  a	   large	  agreement	   for	   the	  need	  of	  Southeast	  Asian	  
educators	   and	   staff	   members	   to	   assist	   new	   students	   that	   don’t	   understand	   the	   English	  
language	  or	  the	  American	  education	  system.	  Many	  of	  these	  students	  have	  been	  responsible	  
for	   assisting	   the	   immigrant	   students	   in	   their	   transition	   into	   the	   new	   school.	   This	   role	  
should	  be	   fulfilled	  by	  a	  school	  staff	  member	  and	  not	  by	  other	  students.	   It	  has	   led	   to	  high	  
stress	  levels	  and	  heavy	  workloads.	  This	  was	  expressed	  very	  vehemently	  from	  the	  students	  
that	   come	   from	  cities	  with	  high	  populations	  of	   Southeast	  Asians	   like	  Lowell,	  Revere,	   and	  
Dorchester,	  MA.	  On	  a	  larger	  scale,	  most	  of	  the	  students	  that	  participated	  said	  they	  learned	  
very	   briefly	   about	   their	   heritage	   country’s	   history.	   However,	   most	   of	   what	   was	   covered	  
wasn’t	  enough	  information	  to	  really	  have	  a	  better	  understanding	  about	  the	  topic.	  	  
	  
Another	   aspect	   of	   K-­‐12	   schooling	   that	   needs	   to	   improve	   involves	   the	   additional	   support	  
programs	   each	   school	   has.	   Most	   schools	   have	   some	   sort	   of	   ESL,	   ELL,	   or	   LEP	   programs,	  
however,	  the	  placement	  into	  those	  programs	  need	  to	  be	  modified.	  Many	  students	  are	  being	  
placed	  into	  these	  language	  programs	  without	  any	  need	  for	  help.	  This	  often	  occurs	  when	  a	  
person	   has	   an	   ethnic	   name.	   Other	   scenarios	   included	   students	   not	   “qualifying”	   for	   the	  
programs	  despite	  their	  immigrant	  status.	  Therefore,	  the	  screening	  that	  decides	  whether	  or	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not	   a	   student	   needs	   to	   participate	   in	   these	   types	   of	   classes	   should	   be	  more	   of	   an	   active	  
selection	  process.	  A	   recommendation	  would	  be	   to	   interview	   the	  student	  on	   their	   specific	  
needs,	  and	  then	  evaluate	  which	  course	  best	  fits	  him/her.	  	  
	  
Southeast	  Asian	  students	  also	  have	  a	  high	  dropout	  rate	  because	  of	  a	  plethora	  of	   reasons.	  
They	   are	   discouraged	   in	   school	   and	   do	   not	   receive	   the	   proper	   support	   needed	   to	  
continually	  motivate	   them	   to	   succeed.	   They	   often	   opt	   to	  work,	   in	   order	   to	   support	   their	  
families,	   join	   gangs,	   or	   end	   up	   starting	   their	   own	   families.	   One	   of	   the	   participants	  
mentioned	  that	  her	  high	  school	  offered	  a	  work	  program	  throughout	  the	  course	  of	  the	  day.	  
Similar	   types	  of	   high	   school	   level	  work-­‐study	  programs	  and	  other	   tutoring	  or	  mentoring	  
programs	   should	   be	   integrated	   into	   more	   school	   systems.	   With	   the	   proper	   support,	  
students	   find	   standardized	   state	   level	   tests	   like	   the	   MCAS	   in	   Massachusetts	   fair	   and	  
justified	  to	  test	  students.	  
Southeast	  Asian	  Language	  and	  Culture	  Programs	  
	  
Many	   of	   our	   students	   have	   different	   levels	   of	   heritage	   language	   proficiency.	  Most	  would	  
identify	   themselves	   as	   sub-­‐par	   or	   limited	   speakers,	   few	   were	   fluent,	   and	   others	   had	   no	  
speaking	   skills	   at	   all.	   Everyone	   is	   able	   to	   understand	  when	   being	   spoken	   to,	   but	   only	   in	  
laments	  terms.	  Some	  have	  difficulty	  listening	  when	  others	  either	  speak	  too	  fast	  or	  use	  deep	  
terminology.	   Our	   students	   show	   a	   strong	   interest	   in	   learning	   more	   of	   their	   heritage	  
language,	  however	  the	  follow	  through	  is	  very	  poor	  when	  an	  opportunity	  presents	  itself.	  We	  
did	   all	   agree	   that	  being	  multilingual	  was	  beneficial	   in	   any	   field.	  An	   idea	   that	   came	  about	  
was	   to	   integrate	   these	   particular	   language	   programs	   into	   school	   curriculums	   with	   high	  
demographics	  of	  Southeast	  Asian	  students.	   It	   is	  a	  way	   for	  Southeast	  Asian	  youth	   to	   learn	  
their	  heritage	   language	  and	   for	   the	   larger	  community	   to	   learn	  about	  another	  culture	   that	  
may	   be	   foreign	   to	   most.	   The	   language	   courses	   offered	   in	   college	   seem	   to	   have	   little	  
popularity.	   Little	   is	   known	  why	   this	   is	   so.	   Perhaps	   it	   is	   because	   so	  many	   languages	   are	  
being	  offered	  that	  it	  is	  hard	  to	  choose	  one	  over	  the	  other.	  
Southeast	  Asian	  American	  Higher	  Education	  Access	  and	  Opportunities	  
	  
Amidst	  all	  the	  trials	  and	  tribulations	  of	  high	  school,	  many	  Southeast	  Asian	  youth	  find	  higher	  
education	   to	   be	   a	   barrier	   opposed	   to	   a	   stepping	   stone	   as	   part	   of	   their	   life.	   A	  majority	   of	  
students	   join	   the	   work	   force,	   but	   there	   are	   growing	   numbers	   that	   attend	   college.	   The	  
support	  our	  participants	  received	  from	  their	  families	  varied	  from	  very	  low	  to	  very	  high,	  at	  
times	   consider	   being	   more	   pressure	   than	   support.	   Aside	   from	   the	   support	   received	   by	  
family,	  a	  common	  theme	  was	  the	  strong	  lack	  of	  a	  good	  role	  model	  to	  push	  them	  in	  the	  right	  
direction,	  to	  want	  more.	  The	  lack	  of	  a	  good	  role	  model	  or	  support	  programs	  also	  led	  to	  a	  lot	  
of	  misinformation	  and	  misunderstanding	  about	  what	  a	  university	  has	  to	  offer.	  Many	  people	  
felt	  this	  was	  one	  of	  the	  most	  important	  factors	  in	  deciding	  whether	  or	  not	  to	  go	  to	  college.	  
There	   was	   a	   lack	   of	   motivation	   and	   initiative	   taken	   on	   the	   part	   of	   the	   student.	   It’s	   an	  
overwhelming	   process	   to	   go	   through,	   especially	   without	   any	   guidance.	   The	   thought	   of	  
leaving	  their	  family	  was	  very	  difficult	  for	  some	  of	  our	  participants.	  Family	  is	  highly	  valued	  
here	  in	  the	  states	  because	  main	  in	  their	  heritage	  homeland,	   family	  was	  a	  privilege	  during	  
those	   rough	   times.	   Some	   of	   our	   students	   said	   they	  were	   anxious	   to	   be	   independent,	   but	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their	  family	  didn’t	  want	  them	  to	  leave.	  This	  obedience	  extends	  into	  the	  decision	  making	  of	  
the	  student	  on	  where	  they	  decide	  to	  go	  to	  school	  as	  well	  and	  leads	  to	  more	  attendance	  in	  
state	  schools.	  	  
	  
The	   next	   few	   barriers	   are	  more	   common	   aspects	   that	   everyone	   goes	   through.	   Attending	  
college	   can	  be	  pretty	  expensive,	   and	  most	  Southeast	  Asians,	   like	   that	  of	  our	  participants,	  
come	   from	   low	   or	   working	   class	   families.	   The	   financial	   burden	   on	   the	   family	   can	   be	   so	  
much	   that	   it	   discourages	   and	   person	   from	   considering	   school.	   There	   should	   be	   more	  
scholarship	  options	  geared	  specifically	  to	  these	  Southeast	  Asian	  Americans,	   like	  there	  are	  
with	   other	   ethnic	   groups.	   Aside	   from	   finances,	   people	   have	   their	   own	   priorities	   and	  
obligations	   like	   supporting	   their	   family.	   This	   addresses	   the	   need	   for	   immediate	   support	  
and	  cannot	  be	  delayed.	  The	  most	  common	  obstacle	  for	  our	  students	  is	  whether	  or	  not	  they	  
can	  even	  get	  accepted	  into	  a	  college	  or	  university.	  Once	  finally	  accepted,	  many	  have	  trouble	  
grasping	   the	  material	   in	   their	  classes.	  What	   is	  being	   taught	  at	   this	   level	   is	  a	  drastic	   jump	  
from	  what	  is	  being	  taught	  in	  high	  school.	  It	  can	  be	  overwhelming	  and	  can	  cause	  a	  student	  to	  
drop	  out	  of	  school.	  	  
Southeast	  Asian	  American	  Communities	  
	  
One	  of	  the	  greatest	  difficulties	  that	  our	  communities	  face	  today	  is	  differentiating	  between	  
traditional	   Southeast	   Asian	   cultures	   and	   assimilating	   to	   American	   society.	   Maintaining	  
cultural	   values	   are	   important,	   however	   understanding	   the	   American	   culture	   needs	   to	   be	  
part	   of	   each	   community’s	   agenda	   in	   order	   to	   further	   assimilate.	   This	   comes	   by	   way	   of	  
support	  from	  the	  community,	  forming	  various	  community	  organizations,	  and	  partnerships	  
with	  their	  host	  cities.	  By	  molding	  strong	  relationships	  between	  cities	  and	  their	  Southeast	  
Asian	   citizens,	   it	   can	   lead	   to	   a	   more	   culturally	   aware	   school	   system.	   Having	   qualified	  
Southeast	  Asian	  educators	  in	  leadership	  positions	  are	  needed	  to	  help	  address	  the	  various	  
community	   issues	   as	   well.	   In	   order	   to	   have	   a	   strong	   community,	   there	   needs	   to	   be	  
collaboration	  on	  multiple	  levels	  and	  by	  multiple	  parties.	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